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A Note on THE ELIXIR OF LOVE 
by Carl Morey 


In the spring of 1832 the manager of the Teatro della Canobbiana in Milan had a problem. 
A new opera was scheduled but the composer had reneged at the last moment and no opera 
was forthcoming. The manager turned to Gaetano Donizetti, who was becoming recognized as 
a major composer in Italy, and asked if he would refurbish some earlier work to help the 
theatre out of its difficulty. Donizetti replied: 
Who is making fun of me? I am not in the habit of patching up 
an opera of my own — and never that of other composers. 
You'll see, rather, that I have enough energy to make you a 
brand new opera in fourteen days! I give you my word. Now 
send Felice Romani to me here. (Weinstock, Donizetti, p.83) 


Romani came and, in the contemporary manner, cribbed a story from the French dramatist, 
Eugéne Scribe, which the year before had served as the libretto for a successful opera in Paris 
by Auber. The story concerned a charming young lady whose reading of the story of Tristan 
and Isolde brought to the attention of her and her small town friends the idea of a magic love 
potion. The fantasy appears to take on reality with the appearance of a travelling quack doctor 
who indeed offers for sale an elixir of love. It is a light tale of the self-deception of lovers and 
would-be lovers and of comic entrepreneurship, something as likely to happen in a southern 


Ontario town circa 1900, where to-night’s production is set, as in a Basque town circa 1830. As 
for Donizetti, he was as good as his word and not only produced the work in his allotted four- 
teen, days but provided one of his best and most enduring scores. 


_ In 1832 Donizetti, at the age of 34, was a composer of importance, but his reputation had 
only recently been won. While still a student in Bologna he had tried his hand at writing a 
one-act opera, II Pigmalione. It was put aside and never performed but a note at the end of the 
score indicates the rapidity with which Donizetti was aay to write: “Begun September 25, 
finished October 1, 1816, at almost 2 o’clock in the morning . . .” Before his death in 1848 he 
was to write more than seventy operas. From 1822 his operas began to have local successes 
wherever they were premiered in Italy, but none of them caught on and travelled the route of 
the provincial theatres which was required to establish a composer’s fame and fortune. In 1830, 
however, a performance of Anna Bolena brought him clamorous success and secured his position 
for the future. It was at this time that Bellini was also first coming to prominence, a fact which 
may have had some influence on Donizetti. He, and for most of his career, Rossini, were of the 
old tradition of the operatic craftsman who constructed operas more or less according to plan 
as fast as the market could use them. Bellini, on the other hand, wrote few works and laboured 
over them long and carefully, exhibiting the new Romantic attitude that every work was an 
individual and special act of creation. Even though Donizetti never modified his frantic rate of 
productivity, it is tempting to speculate to what extent he was touched by the note of high 
seriousness that Bellini brought to the composition of Italian opera. 


Apart from any possible influence from Bellini, Donizetti had the technique to mark him out as 
a superior composer of the time. As a boy in his native Bergamo he was a student of Giovanni 
Simone Mayr, a German who had settled in Italy and identified himself completely with his 
‘new country. Mayr was a highly successful composer of Italian opera and he exercised con- 
siderable influence on operatic writing as the transmitter of the great symphonic tradition and 
technique of his German classical heritage. Donizetti’s other major teacher was Stanislao Mattei, 
in Bologna. Mattei was a pedagogue who taught the virtues of strict counterpoint and fugue 
and who had numbered Rossini among his students a few years earlier. Mattei’s influence on 
Donizetti is less apparent than Mayr’s, but undoubtedly the discipline of those studies sharp- 
ened his natural melodic inventiveness and enriched his sense of musical texture, thereby 
enabling him to overcome the triviality which inevitably mars frenetically hasty work. Mayr’s 
influence is more easily discerned in the clearly but deftly coloured orchestration of the score. 
Donizetti never offended against the Italian tradition that the voice was most important, but in 
his best scores he nevertheless sees to it that the orchestra does not just play second fiddle to 
the singers. 


One oddly anachronistic detail in The Elixir of Love should be mentioned. For the most 
part Donizetti has done away with the older style of recitativo secco, with its patter dialogue 
and harpsichord accompaniment, in favour of orchestrally accompanied declamatory sections. 
But there are some places where he does use the old-fashioned recitative style, albeit accompanied 
by the new-fashioned piano. 


The Elixir of Love was one of Donizetti’s first major successes and the first to have con- 
tinuing popularity. Within a few years of its premiere it was played throughout Italy, and 
within Donizetti’s lifetime it was heard over half the globe, from St. Petersburg and Athens to 
Philadelphia, Havana and Rio de Janeiro. The American premiere took place in New York at 
the Park Theatre, 18 June 1838, in English. Excerpts were given in Toronto, 23 June 1849 and 
the opera was first staged here 15 June 1859, at the Lyceum Theatre. 
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